1.2 Background to the Warlpiri people and language 

Before proceeding with a discussion of the methodology used 
in this study, some background information concerning the Warlpiri 
people and language is appropriate. Warlpiri is spoken by about 
3,000 people comprising two major subtribes, the Warnayaka and 
the Ngaliya. Population centers are at Yuendumu, Lajamanu, Willowra 
and Ali Curung, all within the Tanami Desert region of the Northern 
Territory of Australia. Increasing numbers of Warlpiri speakers also 
live on small, family-based outstations or in the larger towns .and 
cities farther away from what has been their traditional homeland. 

The Aboriginal people for whom Warlpiri is their first language 
have undergone an explosion of social and sociolinguistic change in 
recent years. This change commenced during the early decades of 
this century when Australians of European descent began trickling 
into traditional Warlpiri homeland areas. From the 1920s to the 
1950s the Warlpiris as a whole made a transition from nomadic 
hunting and gathering to a more sedentary lifestyle in and around 
government-administered settlements and/or cattle stations. 

The 1960s to the present time have seen the rise of Warlpiri 
self-determination exemplified by self-government, land rights and 
bilingual education. This entire period can be characterized as one 
of intense pressure from both within the culture and without: 
pressure for the people to conform to European lifestyles in general 
and the English language in particular. Depending upon their age, 
locale, and individual disposition, the Warlpiri have conformed, at 
least on the surface, in varying degrees to this new culture and 
language. However, this conformity has never come without the 
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attendant and progressive loss of the purer forms of language and 
culture, however one may wish to describe such purity. 

Nonetheless, the last ten to fifteen years have seen a marked 
resurgence of Warlpiri culture and language, particularly in terms of 
formal education. An alphabet was developed for Warlpiri during the 
late sixties and early seventies. Due in no small part to the onset of 
bilingual education programs in several of the Warlpiri communities, 
written samples of the language in the form of story texts are now in 
existence. These are added to a rather extensive body of oral texts 
recorded by numerous linguists (see Nash 1985 for a more complete 
listing of sources). 

Since the late seventies and early eighties, translated texts 
have been added to these oral and written samples. These translated 
texts are of various kinds and qualities and include documents 
pertaining to Christian scripture as well as to government, education, 
health and legal documents. With the advent of the translation of 
such documents from English into Warlpiri, there has arisen a need 
for those engaged in translation to have some practical guidelines 
concerning what constitutes good translated style. 
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